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EXCLUSIVE: DA reopens unsolved 1992 case involving the 
‘saint of gay life’ 


By Shayna Jacobs NEW YORK DAILY NEWS Dec 16, 2012 at 9:40 pm 
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Marsha P. Johnson frequently handed out flyers in support of Gay Students at NYU. (HO/REUTERS) 


Prosecutors will take a fresh look at the 1992 death of gay icon and "mayor of 
Christopher Street" Marsha P. Johnson, the Daily News has learned. 


Johnson, an unmistakable Greenwich Village fixture who posed for an Andy 
Warhol series on drag queens, was pulled from the Hudson River, fully clothed, 
near Christopher St. on July 6, 1992. She had been missing for days. 


Her death was ruled a suicide by the city's medical examiner, but Johnson's 
friends and family believe she was attacked by bullies who regularly harassed 
and assaulted her at the pier. 


The ruling was changed from "suicide" to "undetermined" in December 2002, as 
a result of a police investigation that determined there was not enough 
information to call it a suicide. 


Now, two decades after her death, the Manhattan District Attorney's office has 
agreed to reconsider the case, law enforcement sources confirmed. 


"We think it's important that this case is closed with the accuracy of science and 
modern technology," said transgender activist Mariah Lopez, 27, who lobbied 
for a new review of Johnson's death. 


Lopez hailed Johnson, who died at 46, for her role in resisting police who raided 
the Stonewall Inn, an event that launched the gay rights movement in 1969. 


Johnson's contribution was "globally significant," added Lopez. 


Born Malcolm Michaels Jr. in Elizabeth, N.J., Johnson struggled with her male 
identity, finding her way to the streets of the city, where she became a regular in 
costume drag comprised of thrift store dresses, flower crowns and tinsel-laced 
wigs. She later acted as a mother of sorts to a new generation of wayward gay 
youths in the age of AIDS. 


"She was like the mayor of Christopher Street," one friend said in "Pay It No 
Mind," a documentary about Johnson's life released last year. Another friend 
revered her as "a saint of gay life." 


In the film, Johnson smiles recalling her early days. 


"When I became a drag queen I started to live my life. As a woman," she said in 
an interview shot about a week before her body was discovered. 


The film celebrated her life, but those close to her have been searching for 
answers about her death for years. 


"People emphatically believe Marsha was murdered," said Michael Kasino, who 
co-directed the film. 


Randy Wicker, a close friend and longtime roommate of Johnson's in Hoboken, 
N.J., believes Johnson was either thrown into the water or accidentally fell, but 
"was in no way suicidal." 


Wicker said he spoke to a witness who saw a known neighborhood rabble-rouser 
named Michael fighting with Johnson on the pier on July 4, 1992. 


The witness told Wicker he saw the bully calling Johnson a "faggot," and later 
heard him brag about killing a drag queen named Marsha at bar. 


"There's no doubt in my mind this is the person harassing Marsha," the witness 
told Wicker in the taped interview. 


The witness said he tried to tell police what he knew but was brushed off. 


The DA's office declined to comment on or confirm a new 
investigation.sjacobs@nydailynews.com 
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Death in the Hudson 


The Mysterious Death of Marsha P. Johnson 


It’s not unusual to find the body of the deceased in the Hudson River off the shores of 
New York City. After all, an average of fifty bodies are found floating in the Hudson 
River every year. The body of Marsha P. Johnson was just one of those many bodies. 
While her death didn’t seem very important to much of the world at the time, it would 
be a death that left behind many unanswered questions and an indelible imprint on 


society. 
Marsha P. Johnson 


Marsha P. Johnson was a woman before her time. Marsha was born Malcolm Michaels 
in Elizabeth, New Jersey in 1945. However, in 1963 Marsha P. Johnson arrived in New 
York City with one bag of clothing and fifteen dollars to her name and transformed 


herself into the woman she wanted to become. 


https://medium.com/the-crime-logs/death-in-the-hudson-364b074fe37c 


1/6 


10/25/2022 Death in the Hudson. The Mysterious Death of Marsha P... | by Jennifer Baldwin | The Crime Logs | Medium 


Open in app 


Marsha P. Johnson (Source: USA Today / Originally Netflix) 


Life was not easy for Marsha P. Johnson. As a transgender woman, she was not highly 
accepted in society. However, Marsha proudly presented herself for who she was. She 
didn’t care what people thought about her and loved her reputation as a drag queen. 


Marsha P. Johnson turned to sex work in the 1970s as a means of paying the bills, but it 
was a dangerous job. Marsha ran into a scary situation while working as a sex worker 
and was shot. Unfortunately, the bullet stayed in its place lodged near her spine. It was 
far too dangerous to remove the bullet and would have caused Marsha P. Johnson to be 
paralyzed. The embedded bullet caused her lifelong pain, yet she never complained. 


At heart, Marsha P. Johnson was always an activist and wanted to help improve the 
lives of the LGBTQ community. Marsha and her friend, Sylvia Rivera founded the Street 
Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR). The two women worked out of Greenwich 
Village with the goal of helping gay and transgender youth within the city to find 
shelter, food, and acceptance within their community. Marsha P. Johnson, who was 
HIV positive also fought for more reasonably priced health care so those infected could 
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Inn became Marsha’s home away from home despite the fact that other patrons of the 
bar did not look too kindly upon transgender men and women becoming fans of the 
bar at the time. Although gay bars weren't even legal in New York City and in 1969 it all 
came to a head. The police raided the Stonewall Inn, which turned into a riot. The 
owner and customers did not go down easily and Marsha P. Johnson is credited with 


throwing the first shot glass that started the riot. It also started an uprising. 


The riot at the Stonewall Inn sparked the Gay Rights Movement in New York City. The 
first Pride Parade in New York City took place the following year in 1970. Marsha P. 
Johnson was starting to see the equality for her community that she was looking for all 


along. 
Marsha P. Johnson's Body Found 


On July 6, 1992, Marsha P. Johnson’s body was found floating in the Hudson River near 
the Christopher Street Pier. Marsha’s body was found shortly after the ending of that 


year’s Pride Parade. Marsha was only 46 years. 


When police arrived and pulled Marsha P. Johnson’s body from the river it was 
discovered that she had a bruise on the back of her head. Randy Wicker, Marsha’s 
roommate, was on scene and stated that when Marsha was removed from the river that 


her blood covered the pavement. 


Despite the scene, the police quickly ruled Marsha P. Johnson’s death a suicide. 
Marsha’s friends and family have heatedly contested that notion. They do not believe 
that Marsha was suicidal. Friends claim that Marsha was behaving normally leading up 


to her death. It was also pointed out that a suicide note was never found. 


Furthermore, several witnesses came forward to police stating that they could verify 
that they saw Marsha P. Johnson being harassed by a group of men after the Pride 
Parade. Witnesses also came forward to Marsha’s friend, Victoria Cruz, that a group of 
people was seen chasing Marsha after the parade. Randy Wicker stated that Marsha 


had recently been harassed on the way she dressed in public. The police did not 
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the cause of death had been determined too quickly and that the case should not have 
been closed. After public pressure mounted the cause of death was changed from 


suicide to undetermined. 


Twenty years after Marsha P. Johnson’s death, in 2012, police reopened her case. 
Unfortunately, not enough evidence was found to pursue the case any further, and was 
closed in 2013. 


Present Day 


At this time Marsha P. Johnson’s death remains unsolved. Did she commit suicide? 
According to friends and family, it seems unlikely. That leaves the possibility of an 
accident or a murder. Given the witness statements, it appears that murder may be 
involved. If that is the case, Marsha P. Johnson and those she left behind deserve 


justice. 


Marsha P. Johnson leaves behind a legacy. Gay bars are now open to all within New 
York City and beyond in the United States. The Stonewall Inn is now listed as a National 
and Historic Landmark for the role it played in the Gay Rights Movement. Marsha P. 


Johnson’s contributions to the LGBTQ community have been considered invaluable. 


I would like to thank fellow writer MikeSemantics for bringing Marsha P. Johnson’s story to 
my attention. If you would like to know more about Ms. Johnson’s life from another angle I 


highly recommend the following article. Enjoy!! 


The Importance of Dialogue, Development and Acceptance — The 
Death and Life of Marsha P. Johnson 


medium.com 
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